The U.S. Army Parachute Team

by SFC Karen Polston

The plane is 13,500 feet in the air, 2 1/2 miles
above the earth. Four parachutists jump, freefalling
at 200 miles per hour. Red smoke billows from can-
nisters attached to their boots, marking their descent.

In 10 seconds, they come within inches of each
other in the shape of a diamond. At the 3,000-foot
mark, the jumpers separate, and then open their
chutes at 2,000 feet. The jumpers float to earth under
the distinctive black and gold canopy of their
parachutes.

They are the Golden Knights, the U.S. Army
Parachute Team. These specially selected airborne
soldiers demonstrate their skills each year to millions
of spectators and compete in national and interna-
tional parachuting competitions. A few of the loca-
tions where they have performed include West Berlin,
Australia, Canada, the West Indies, and all over the
United States.

The Golden Knights use a rectangular-shaped
parachute which resembles a huge air mattress.
These parachutes are highly maneuverable and the
jumper controls his flight with hand-held steering
lines.

The team was founded in 1959 at Fort Bragg, N.C.
and has grown from the original 13 members to a
unit of 76 men and women. The unit is divided into
two demonstration teams, two competition teams, an
aviation section and a headquarters department. The
demonstration teams travel 280 days a year to more
than 300 shows coast-to-coast and around the world.

Before each demonstration season begins, the
Golden Knights fine tune their skills during an "in-
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tense" six-week program held in Yuma, Arizona, ac-
cording to Capt. Marcus Bonds, operations officer,
Fort Bragg.

"We set high standards for ourselves," Bonds ex-
plained. "Team members are selected not only for
their parachuting skills, but for how they conduct
themselves as a soldier as well.'7

To become a member of the Golden Knights, a
soldier must first submit an application and a packet
containing jump experience, a full-length photo, and
letters of recommendation from his commanding
officer and supervisors.

"A soldier does not have to be airborne qualified
when he or she applies. If they are accepted to the
team, we can send them to the three-week airborne
school at Fort Benning, Ga.

"Many of our applicants are members of military
sport parachute clubs. We do like our applicants to
have between 100 to 150 freefalls under their belt
before they apply, however. Many of the sport
parachute clubs have the applications for the Golden
Knights. Applications can also be obtained by con-
tacting us," Bonds explained.

"After reviewing all the packets received, we select
between 30 to 50 of the best qualified applicants to
participate in our six-week trial and evaluation pro-
gram held at Fort Bragg each year," Bonds said.
"After the trial program, we choose the best qualified
from this group to join the Golden Knights.

"We have to be the best. When we do a demonstra-
tion, we're representing the U.S. Army. We have to
be able to perform in the air, then hit the ground and
be able to speak intelligently to the crowd or to a
member of the press," Bonds concluded. "We are one
of the finest precision parachute teams in the world."
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